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ABSTRACT Findings based on 186 teams involving 689 employees, working in twelve 
Chinese state-owned factories in three cities, indicated that a cooperative in contrast 
to a competitive approach was related to perceived team effectiveness, as measured 
by both team managers and team members. The role of conflict types for team 
effectiveness, on the other hand, is ambiguous. Furthermore, conflict management 
approaches affect team perceptions of relational and task conflict. Results suggest 
that a cooperative conflict management approach may be equally useful for Chinese 
work teams, as it is for teams in the Western context. 
INTRODUCTION 
Researchers have emphasized the link between conflict and team effectiveness (De 
Dreu and Van de Vliert, 1997; Jehn and Mannix, 2001). Conflicts are a part of 
group life and, if not well managed, can be detrimental to team success. Recog-
nizing both the positive and negative consequences of conflicts, researchers have 
proposed various ways to identify and distinguish the nature of productive con-
flict. Recent studies suggest that conflicts over tasks are useful for group decision-
making, whereas relational conflicts impair group performance (Jehn, 1995, 1997). 
In addition to types of conflict (task or relational), other studies indicate that con-
flict management approaches can also affect team outcomes (Lovelace, Shapiro, 
and Weingart, 2001). Cooperative approaches have been found to result in more 
productive consequences than competitive ones (Deutsch, 1973; Tjosvold, 1998). 
None of these studies explored the joint effect of conflict types and conflict man-
agement approaches. The current study explored the relationship between con-
flict type (i.e., task versus relational) and conflict management approaches (i.e., 
cooperative versus competitive) in China and its implication for team effectiveness. 
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The value of conflict as well as the theories to analyse conflict, as portrayed in 
extant literature, cannot be assumed to apply to a collectivist society like China 
(Hofstede, 1993). Theorizing about conflict in China has been guided largely by 
conclusions about general Chinese values rather than by specific studies. Chinese 
people are considered group-oriented where relationships are highly valued (Chan, 
1963; Triandis, 1990; Triandis, McCusker and Hui, 1990; Trompenaars, 1993; 
Tung, 1991). These collectivist values have been hypothesized to lead to valuing 
harmony and smoothing over conflict (Morris et al., 1998). Chinese people are 
expected to avoid conflicts and refrain from the use of aggressive ways of han-
dling them to protect social face (Leung, 1997; Ting-Toomey, 1988). Evidence in 
general shows that Chinese compared to Western managers endorse and rely upon 
conflict avoidance more often than other approaches (Jehn and Weldon, 1992; 
Kirkbride, Tang, and Westwood, 1991; Tse, Francis, and Walls, 1994). 
This study argues that Chinese values do not necessarily lead to conflict avoid-
ance. In the context of a preference for harmony, Chinese may prefer a more 
cooperative than a competitive approach to conflict, and these approaches may 
influence their perceptions on the nature of conflict that may exist in a situation. 
The study aims to explore these questions: 'Is there a systematic pattern between 
conflict management approaches and perceptions of conflict type among Chinese 
people?' 'How does this pattern relate to the effectiveness of Chinese work teams 
as perceived by team members and team managers?' 
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
Chinese people, with their collectivist values have been thought to be particularly 
sensitive to how conflict is dealt with in interpersonal and team settings, and indeed 
to avoid conflict because it disrupts relationship harmony (Jehn & Weldon, 1992; 
Kirkbride et al., 1991; Tse et al., 1994). The importance of harmony would seem 
to render relational conflicts especially upsetting to Chinese people compared to 
task conflicts. The cooperative and competitive approaches to managing conflict 
are theorized to affect the outcomes of conflict through their effects on interper-
sonal relationships (Deutsch, 1973). A competitive approach may, by communi-
cating aggressiveness and disrespect, be particularly disturbing to Chinese people. 
Indeed, they may conclude that their conflict is relational. When faced with a coop-
erative approach, on the other hand, Chinese people may perceive the conflict as 
task related, since interpersonal harmony is preserved. 
Although research on groups and conflict has proceeded somewhat indepen-
dently (Bettenhausen, 1991; Bettenhausen and Murnighan, 1991; Hackman, 
1990; Rubin, Pruitt, and Kim, 1994; Van de Vliert and Kabanoff, 1990), recent 
studies have emphasized the critical role of conflict in groups (Amason, 1996; 
Eisenhardt and Bourgeois, 1988; Jehn, 1995, 1997; Mason and Mitroff, 1981; 
Peterson and Nemeth, 1996; Schweiger, Sandberg, and Rechner, 1989). Specifi-
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cally, researchers have found that people often reciprocate each other's conflict-
handling approach (Brett, Shapiro, and Lyde, 1998). Thus, groups may have a 
prevalent way of approaching conflict. Studying conflict management within 
groups may be particularly relevant in China, as Chinese people have been found 
to be quite responsive to their groups (Leung, 1997; Triandis, 1990). 
Conflict Types 
Recent research has emphasized that the type of conflict can contribute to group 
failure or success (Amason, 1996; De Dreu, Van Vianen, Harinck, and McCusker, 
1998; Jehn, 1995, 1997). People tend to approach conflict more constructively 
when they perceive the conflict to be more about the task than about relationships. 
Task conflicts, such as discussions of opposing positions about a decision, are 
useful, whereas relational conflicts, such as interpersonal frustration and person-
ality differences, may frustrate group productivity. However, a recent meta-analy-
sis suggests that the type of conflict may not distinguish consistendy between 
constructive and unproductive outcomes (De Dreu and Weingart, 2003). There is 
a need to understand the dynamics and conditions that affect the outcomes of task 
and relational conflicts. One of the dynamics is the individual's or the team's 
approach toward conflict management. 
Conflict Management Approaches 
In addition to conflict type, researchers have focused on the goals, perceptions, 
and actions of people as they confront conflicts, regardless of whether the conflict 
is task or relational (Lovelace et al., 2001). Defining conflict as incompatible activ-
ities where one person's actions are interfering or obstructing another's, Deutsch 
(1973, 1980) proposed that people's belief regarding goal interdependence affects 
their expectations, interaction, and outcomes as they deal with conflict. People can 
emphasize cooperative or competitive goals. In cooperation, people believe their 
goals are positively linked, so that as one person moves toward goal attainment, 
others also move toward reaching their goals. Cooperation helps both parties to 
be successful. A cooperative approach to conflict management promotes mutual 
goals and resolves the conflict for mutual benefit. An assumption underlying the 
use of a competitive approach, on the other hand, is the belief that goals are nega-
tively related, so that one's successful goal attainment makes others less likely to 
reach their goals. In a conflict situation, people with a competitive approach 
promote their goals at the expense of the other's goals. 
Evidence indicates that a cooperative compared to a competitive approach 
affects conflict outcomes (Alper, Tjosvold, and Law, 2000; Barker, Tjosvold, and 
Andrews, 1988; Deutsch, 1980, 1973; Tjosvold, 1998). Cooperative conflict man-
agement develops integrated, high-quality solutions to problems as well as 
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strengthening people's confidence that they can work together effectively. In con-
trast, a competitive approach results in one-sided, imposed decisions and frag-
mented relationships. Cooperative conflict then is expected to help teams develop 
abilities and relationships so that they can be effective whereas competitive con-
flict undermines group success. 
China, being a relationship-oriented and collective culture, has a strong desire 
for harmony among its people (Triandis, 1990; Triandis et al., 1990; Trompenaars, 
1993). Preserving interpersonal harmony in a workgroup may override other con-
cerns, including production. It is often thought that this relationship orientation 
results in conflict avoidance among Chinese as they seek to preserve interpersonal 
harmony (Jehn and Weldon, 1992; Kirkbride et a l , 1991; Tse et al., 1994). 
However, we propose that valuing relationships further enhances the usefulness of 
a cooperative approach to conflict and the disruption of relational conflict. When 
faced with conflict, a cooperative approach is especially consistent with Chinese 
cultural expectations, because it offers the possibility of dealing with the conflict 
without harming the relationship. Leung and his colleagues (Leung, 1997; Leung, 
Koch, and Lu, 2002) have recently proposed that harmony can refer to the desire 
to engage in behaviours that strengthen relationships, not just conflict avoidance. 
A cooperative approach to conflict may help Chinese team members both to deal 
with disruptive issues and to develop genuine harmony. 
This reasoning also suggests that relational conflict is particularly upsetting to 
Chinese team members compared to task conflict. Relational conflict suggests that 
the team already suffers from disharmony and, as a result, does not function 
effectively. 
Measuring Team Effectiveness 
Team effectiveness can be defined as the value a team creates for its stakeholders 
(Pritchard, 1992). This study uses managers' ratings of the value the team creates 
for the organization in such terms as the quality and quantity of their outputs and 
members' ratings of the team's impact on their motivation and involvement (Alper, 
Tsosvold, and Law, 1998; Van Der Vegt, Emans, and Van de Vliert, 2000). 
Hypotheses 
Research on conflict approaches and conflict types as well as the cultural analysis 
of the relationship-orientation culture of Chinese suggests that a competitive con-
flict management approach and relationship conflicts are quite frustrating. They 
disrupt the feelings and exchange for team members and thus the team's outputs 
as well. Therefore, team members and managers have similarly negative reactions 
to them, as well as more positive reactions to cooperative approaches and task con-
flicts. Therefore, we hypothesize that: 
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HI: The cooperative conflict management approach, more than the competitive conflict man-
agement approach, is positively associated with the evaluations of team effectiveness by Chinese 
team members and their managers. 
H2: Relational conflict more than task conflict is negatively associated with the evaluation of 
team effectiveness by Chinese team members and their managers. 
We can also question the causal link between conflict types and conflict manage-
ment approaches. Conflict type may affect whether conflicts are approached coop-
eratively or competitively; but a conflict approach also may affect whether the task 
is experienced as relational or task. We propose that the causal order is largely 
from conflict approaches to conflict tasks. However, we recognize that the conflict 
type may affect whether a team approaches it cooperatively or competitively. 
As people reciprocate each other's approach to a conflict (Brett et al., 1998), 
groups develop patterns about whether they approach conflict cooperatively or 
competitively. Groups with a competitive orientation are expected to frame their 
conflicts as relational. Deutsch (1973) proposed that competitive conflict results in 
unresolved problems and fragmented relationships by enlarging the range and 
intensity of the issues perceived to be at stake. As others resist their proposals about 
how the conflict should end, team members become more frustrated. They resent 
the fact that their goal of having their ideas dominate and being proved more 
useful is stymied and they begin to blame their team members for their frustra-
tions. As they continue to defend and promote their ideas, increasingly frustrated 
competitive protagonists question each other's motives, capabilities, and sincerity. 
They come to perceive each other as closed-minded and aggressive, and conclude 
that the conflict is about their relationships. Their competitiveness results in a 
highly emotional discussion where, in addition to opposing ideas about the task, 
group members conclude that they have personality and other relational conflicts. 
In this way, handling task conflicts competitively can generate highly divisive rela-
tional conflicts. 
Cooperative conflict team members, on the other hand, keep focused on the 
specific issues in dispute (Deutsch, 1973; Tjosvold, 1998). Rather than feel frus-
trated, group members are stimulated by opposing ideas and open-mindedly 
explore them. As they listen and understand each other, they feel accepted as indi-
viduals, unworried about social face and concerns about their relationship. They 
conclude that their conflicts are task, not relational. 
However, groups as well as individuals can certainly modify their approach 
depending upon the situation, including conflict type (Deutsch, 1973; Tjosvold, 
1998). It would seem that task conflicts lend themselves to rational, unemotional 
consideration (Jehn, 1995, 1997). Less distracted by social face and interpersonal 
concerns, group members focus on the problem at hand, understand how they can 
together solve the problem, and pursue their common goal of team effectiveness. 
© 2006 The Authors 
Journal compilation © Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2006 
http:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1740-8784.2006.00040.x
Downloaded from http:/www.cambridge.org/core. Open University Libraryy, on 05 Jan 2017 at 10:37:11, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
236 D. Tjosvold, K. S. Law and H. Sun 
Finding it easy to emphasize their common ground and compatible goals when 
the issue at stake is how to get the job done, they manage their conflicts coopera-
tively. As task conflicts do not provoke concerns that something may be amiss about 
the relationship, Chinese people discuss task conflicts for mutual benefit. 
However, as they discuss relational conflicts, team members, especially among 
collectivist, relational-oriented Chinese, may become highly emotional, worried 
that they might not be respected and valued (Jehn, 1995, 1997). With their cog-
nitive capacities stretched by emotional coping, they are rigid in their thinking and 
tend to assume that the conflict is fixed-sum. Rather than focus on how to inte-
grate ideas to solve the problem creatively, they re-state their positions to make 
sure they are heard and appreciated. Their lack of flexibility is interpreted as an 
attempt to have their ideas dominate and to win the discussion. The result is that 
relational conflict induces competitive ways of handling matters. Relational con-
flicts become highly divisive, with group members concluding that they are not 
only in conflict but their goals are incompatible. Hence, we hypothesize: 
H3a: A cooperative conflict management approach is more strongly associated with task con-
flict than with relational conflict. 
H3b: A competitive conflict management approach is more strongly associated with relational 
conflict than with task conflict. 
METHOD 
Sample 
Teams responsible for production tasks in machinery and power firms located in 
three cities central to the major industrial regions in China were recruited to par-
ticipate in the study. In addition to the support of top and middle management 
for the study, confidentiality of responses was provided. One of the researchers 
supervised the data collection in Guangzhou and Jinhua, and a faculty associate 
supervised in Shenyang. They first obtained cooperation from the companies' top 
management, who then held a meeting encouraging team supervisors to partici-
pate. Because of the large size of the teams, and the varying educational level, the 
supervisors were asked to identify about a third of their team members who would 
be capable of, and interested in, completing the survey. One manager from each 
company was trained to distribute and collect the surveys confidentially. Each 
respondent was given RMB 5 as a token of appreciation. 
A total of 728 group members were invited to participate in the study on a vol-
untary basis, with 36 employees refusing. Participants were from 55 groups with 
216 respondents from three factories in Jinhua (East China), 62 groups with 242 
respondents from five factories in Guangzhou (South China), and 77 groups with 
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231 respondents from four factories in Shenyang (North China). Included in this 
study are teams with at least two team members and the supervising manager com-
pleting the surveys. The final sample was 186 teams with 689 employees and 186 
supervisors. 
The average age of the team members was 34, and 67% of the team members 
were males. Nearly all respondents had been in their teams for over six months. 
Teams averaged 11.9 members, with a range of 3 to 25. Fifty-three percent of the 
teams had between 7 and 13 members. Although having every member from every 
group would provide stronger data, we expected that several team members could 
provide a reasonable basis from which to infer group tendencies. The response 
rate from the one-third invited team members was almost 95%. Furthermore, as 
reported below, group members had a high level of agreement on their reporting 
of their team's conflict types and approaches. 
Measures 
Conflict types. Scales for task and relational conflict were taken from previous studies 
(Jehn, 1995, 1997). The four task-conflict items measured the extent that the team 
engaged in discussion of opposing views and other task conflicts. Subjects were 
asked to rate on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly agree, 7 = strongly disagree) their degree 
of agreement to the statements. (The appendix has all the items for the study's 
scales.) The coefficient alpha of the task-conflict scale using data at the individual 
level was 0.73. Relational conflict had four items with similar anchors to measure 
the extent to which the team had personality differences and other interpersonal 
conflicts. The coefficient alpha of the relational conflict scale was 0.82. 
Conflict management approaches. Scales for cooperative and competitive approaches to 
conflict were developed from a series of experimental studies (Tjosvold, 1998) and 
questionnaire studies (Alper et al., 2000; Barker et al., 1988). The five cooperative 
approach items measured the emphasis on mutual goals, understanding everyone's 
views, orientation toward joint benefit, and incorporating several positions to find 
a solution good for all. Participants were asked to rate on a 7-point scale (1 = 
strongly agree, 7 = strongly disagree) their degree of agreement with the state-
ment. The competitive-approach scale had four items with similar anchors to 
measure the assumption that the conflict was a win-lose situation, and the use of 
pressure and intimidation to get others to conform to one's view. Coefficient alphas 
for the cooperative and competitive conflict management scales were 0.78 and 
0.79, respectively. 
Team effectiveness. As with other work team research (Cohen and Ledford, 1994; 
Goodman, Devadas, and Griffith-Hughson, 1988), obtaining objective work 
outcome measures proved impossible. Companies did not collect team-level pro-
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ductivity data, and the objective data, even if available, would not be comparable 
across companies. Therefore, we used managerial ratings of team performance as 
the outcome measure. Pritchard (1992) argued that ratings can measure the extent 
users of die team outputs find them effective. For example, groups that develop 
low resource-wastage rates are not productive if their organization requires them 
to innovate. In addition, team managers should be informed about the group's 
performance (Hackman, 1987). 
The managers who supervised the team were asked to rate the effectiveness of 
the team using a 6-item scale developed from Van Der Vegt et al. (2000). The coef-
ficient alpha for this 6-item team effectiveness scale was 0.80. 
In addition, team members also evaluated the extent that the team was effec-
tive in terms of motivating group members to do their jobs well. Although team 
members may not be in a very good position to measure how their outputs are 
valued by the organization, they are in a good position to rate how their groups 
help them become committed and involved. This 5-item measure was derived from 
previous studies (Alper et al., 1998; Barker et al., 1988). The coefficient alpha of 
this self-rating scale of team effectiveness was 0.83. 
Two native-Chinese members of the research team translated the question-
naires, originally written in English, into Chinese. To ensure conceptual consis-
tency, the questionnaires were back-translated into English to check for possible 
deviation (Brislin, 1970). The questionnaires were pre-tested to make sure that 
respondents clearly understood every phrase, concept, and question. To prevent 
and eliminate potential concern for being involved in evaluating others, partici-
pants were assured that their responses would be held totally confidential. 
ANALYSIS 
Data Aggregation 
We aggregated team members' ratings of conflict management approaches, rela-
tional and task conflict, and team effectiveness measured by team members to the 
team level in the analyses. The reason was that the hypotheses identified the unit 
of analysis as the group. However, the aggregation required the perceptions of 
team members within a team to be reasonably homogeneous. We used James, 
Demaree, and Wolf's (1984) procedure to estimate the inter-rater reliability of 
members within each team for each of the five measures. James et al.'s rwg index 
was used as an estimate of inter-rater reliability because each of the five variables 
was measured by multiple items. The median rwg values for the five variables across 
the 186 teams were 0.94, 0.88, 0.90, 0.85 and 0.95. George and Bettenhausen 
(1990) argued that rwg greater than or equal to 0.70 could be considered an indi-
cator of good agreement within a group. The percentages of rwg > 0.70 for the five 
constructs (cooperation, competition, relational conflict, task conflict, and team 
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Table 1. Correlations among variables at the team levelab 
Mean S.D. (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
(1) Competitive conflict 3.19 0.91 (0.78) 
(2) Cooperative conflict 5.35 0.64 -0.34 (0.79) 
(3) Relational conflict 3.01 0.73 0.29 -0 .33 
(4) Task conflict 3.46 0.74 0.26 -0.20 
(5) Team effectiveness by 5.06 0.67 -0 .39 0.67 
members 
(6) Team effectiveness by 5.37 0.82 -0.20 0.23 
managers 
Notes: 
"Numbers in the diagonal are coefficient alpha estimates. 
bN = 194; r > 0.15, p< 0.05; r > 0.20, p < 0.01. 
performance) were 93%, 8 1 % , 8 1 % , 83%, and 92%, respectively. In addition, 
there were 2%, 5%, 8%, 8%, and 5% of cases when the rwg of these five constructs 
was <0.50. An analysis of groups with small rwg did not identify a particular group 
as having relatively low rwg across all five constructs. As a result, we attributed the 
relatively small rwg of these groups for particular constructs as random errors and 
did not delete any group in our analyses. 
Based on the above evidence, we concluded that the within-team ratings were 
homogeneous enough to be aggregated to the team level. Individual team 
members' ratings were therefore aggregated to the team level, and the data merged 
with managerial ratings of team effectiveness. Correlations among the four pre-
dictor variables and the two outcome variables at the team level are shown in 
Table 1. 
Scale Validation 
We conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses to test whether the team 
members' ratings would load on five distinct factors, namely cooperative conflict 
management approaches, competitive conflict-management approaches, conflict 
as related to task or interpersonal relations, and members' ratings of team effec-
tiveness. The confirmatory factor analyses, using LISREL 8.12a (Joreskog and 
Sorbom, 1993), were conducted at the individual level (N = 689 team members) 
in order to maximize the statistical power of the analyses. We used four indicators 
to judge whether the observed data fit into our hypothesized models: An overall 
chi-square measure and its associated degrees of freedom, the comparative fit 
index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (Tucker & Lewis, 1973), and the SRMR. The 
CFI is recommended as the best approximation of the population value (Gerbing 
and Anderson, 1993). Bentler and Bonnett (1980) suggested that the CFI should 
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Table 2. Confirmatory factor analysis of the measurement models1'2 
NuU model (M0) 
5-factor model (M{f 
4-factor model (M2)4 
4-factor model (M3)5 
4-factor model (M4)6 
d.f. 
231 
199 
203 
203 
203 
Model %* 
4938.59 
576.47 
687.62 
1016.29 
819.18 
A / 
111.15** 
439.82** 
242.71** 
CFI 
0.92 
0.90 
0.83 
0.87 
ru 
0.91 
0.88 
0.80 
0.85 
SRMR 
0.05 
0.05 
0.07 
0.06 
Notes: 
'**/>< 0.01. 
2)£ is the model chi-square, A^ f2 is the change in model chi-square. 
3
 The 5-factor model (Mt) assumes that cooperative conflict management, competitive conflict management, rela-
tional conflict, task conflict and team performance are five distinct factors. All the alternative models are 4-factor 
models. 
*M1 is the same as M\ except that all items for relational and task conflict loaded on the same factor. 
5Af3 is the same as M\ except that all items for cooperative and competitive conflict management approaches 
loaded on the same factor. 
6M4 is the same as M\ except that all items for cooperative conflict management and team members' rating of 
team effectiveness loaded on the same factor. 
be above 0.90 for sufficient fit. The TLI compares the relative improvement in fit 
for the proposed model over a strict null model of complete independence among 
the various items. In contrast to the CFI, the TLI appears to be relatively unaf-
fected by model situation (Wheaton, 1987) and by small or large sample sizes 
(Marsh, Balla, and McDonald, 1988). A value of less than 0.08 on SRMR is con-
sidered to be a good fit (Joreskog and Sorbom, 1993, p. 124). Results of this series 
of confirmatory factor analyses are shown in Table 2. 
Confirmatory factor analysis with the 22 items loaded on their respective factors 
(Mi) with 199 degrees of freedom and a model chi-square of 576.47. When com-
pared with the null model chi-square of 4938.59 (d.f. = 231), the CFI and TLI of 
this five-factor baseline model (Mi) were 0.92 and 0.91 respectively, indicating that 
the data fitted the model reasonably well. Three alternative models were com-
pared with this baseline model (Mi). The first alternative model (M2) tested whether 
team members could distinguish between the cooperative and competitive 
approach of conflict management. In this alternative model, the items on coop-
erative conflict and competitive conflict would load on the same factor. The second 
alternative model (M3) tested whether team members could distinguish task and 
relational conflict. The items on relational conflict and task conflict loaded on the 
same factor in this second alternative model. Lastly, since Table 1 showed that 
cooperative conflict and team effectiveness by members had the highest Pearson 
correlation among these five constructs, we tested the model that items on co-
operative conflict and team effectiveness by members would load on the same 
common factor (M4). 
The indicators showed that the five-factor baseline model fitted the data signifi-
candy better than the three alternative four-factor models. First, all the changes 
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in chi-square tests were significant at the 0.01 level, meaning mat the baseline five-
factor model (Mi) fitted the data significantly better than any of the three alter-
native four-factor models (M2, M3, M4). Second, using the traditional guideline that 
both CFI and TLI should be greater than 0.90, all three of the alternative four-
factor models were considered unsatisfactory because they had goodness-of-fit 
indices below 0.90. However, the SRMR value is less than 0.08 on all the models. 
Based on the other fit indices, we concluded that team members distinguished the 
five constructs reasonably well and that the 22 items were capturing distinct 
constructs. 
Hypotheses Testing 
Since we had specific ideas about the ordering of variables, and there were 
multiple criterion measures, covariance structure analysis was used to examine 
the underlying relationship between conflict types, conflict approaches, and team 
effectiveness. The covariance structure analysis of the inter-relationships between 
these constructs was analysed using LISREL 8.12a (Joreskog and Sorbom, 
1993). 
Because there are computational limitations for LISREL models involving too 
many indicators (Bender and Chou, 1987) and because of the limited sample size 
at the team level (N = 194), we simplified the structural model in the present study 
by reducing the number of indicators for some of the constructs. Specifically, we 
combined the items with the highest and the lowest loading in exploratory factor 
analyses on each variable until we yielded two to three aggregated variables for 
each of the five variables in this study. These three aggregate variables were then 
used as the indicators of their respective latent constructs in the LISREL run. For 
example, the items with the highest and the lowest loadings were averaged to form 
a first new indicator, and the items with the next highest and the next lowest load-
ings were averaged to form the second new indicator, etc. This is a common 
approach in the literature of structural equation analysis, and has been used in 
many studies in literature, such as Mathieu and Farr (1991), and Mathieu, 
Hofmann, and Farr (1993). 
RESULTS 
Table 1 provides the means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations 
among conflict approaches, conflict types, and outcomes. Figure la shows the 
results for Model A with relational and task conflict as mediating variables. Figure 
lb shows the results for Model B with relational and task conflict as the exogenous 
variables. 
The results for Model A show that both conflict management approaches 
had significant paths to perceptions of conflict types. Team members who used a 
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Model A: Conflict management approaches as antecedents of 
types of conflict 
Figure 1 a. Estimates of the relationship among conflict management approaches, conflict types and 
rated team effectiveness1,2 
Notes: 
' N = 186; Modeltf= 318.40; d.f. = 122; CFI = 0.93; TLI = 0.92; SRMR = 0.11. 
2
**p< 0.01; *p< 0.05. 
Model B: Conflict types as antecedents of conflict management 
approaches 
Figure lb. Estimates of the relationship among conflict type, conflict management approaches and 
rated team effectiveness1'2 
Notes: 
'N = 186; Model tf= 252.98; d.f. = 122; CFI = 0.92; TLI = 0.90; SRMR = 0.09. 
2
**p< 0.01; *p< 0.05. 
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cooperative approach to conflict management perceived less relational and task 
conflict. In contrast, those who used a competitive approach to conflict manage-
ment perceived more relational and task conflict. Teams whose members used 
cooperative conflict management approaches had significantly higher team 
members' rating of team effectiveness (fi = 0.68, p < 0.01) as well as managers' 
ratings of team effectiveness (fi = 0.28, p < 0.01). In contrast, teams using com-
petitive conflict management approaches had lower effectiveness ratings by both 
team members and team managers (fi = -0.18, p < 0.01; /? = -0.28, p < 0.01, 
respectively). Conflict types did not have any relationship to team members' ratings 
of team effectiveness. Task conflict, however, had significant negative path to man-
agers' ratings (fi - -0.36, p < 0.01). Relational conflict did not have a significant 
path to managers' ratings (fi= —0.14, n.s.). 
Results for Model B indicated that relational and task conflict did not have sig-
nificant paths to the competitive conflict approach. Relational conflict, however, 
had a significant negative (fi = —0.34, p < 0.01) path to cooperative conflict 
approach. In other words, high relational conflict might lead to less reliance on a 
cooperative approach to conflict management. 
With respect to the outcome variables, the cooperative conflict management 
approach had strong and positive paths to both team members' rating of team 
effectiveness (fi = 0.69, p < 0.01) as well as managers' ratings of team effectiveness 
(fi- 0,29,p < 0.01). The competitive conflict management approach had negative 
paths to team members' ratings of team effectiveness (fi = -0.22, p < 0.01) and 
team managers' ratings (fi——0.31,p< 0.01). Interestingly, relational and task con-
flict did not have any effect on team members' rating of team effectiveness. 
However, task conflict had a significant positive path to team managers' rating of 
team effectiveness (fi= 0.58,/>< 0.01), while relational conflict had a negative path 
(fi = -0.36, p< 0.01). 
It should be noted that the zero-order correlation between task conflict and effec-
tiveness rated by managers was not statistically significant, while the path coefficient 
of the task conflict —> team effectiveness as rated by managers link in the structural 
model was significant (fi- 0.58). A possible explanation for this phenomenon is that 
relational conflict works as a suppresser variable in the path equation because its 
correlation with task conflict is high (r = 0.62, p < 0.01). In other words, although 
relational conflict does not correlate with team effectiveness as rated by managers, 
it suppresses irrelevant variances of team effectiveness as rated by managers and, 
as a result, makes task conflict a significant predictor of team performance. A follow-
up analysis shows that with relational conflict eliminated from the analysis, task con-
flict has a much more modest path estimate (fi = 0.19). Taking together all the 
analyses, results provide support to the expectation that team effectiveness is related 
more strongly (positively) to the cooperative conflict management approach than to 
the competitive approach (HI) and that team effectiveness is related more strongly 
(negatively) to relational conflict than to task conflict (H2). 
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The pattern of the results for H3 is similar using either Model A or Model B. 
As shown in Model A, members in teams with a cooperative approach are less 
likely to perceive both relational (fi = -0 .31 , p< 0.01) and task conflict {fi = -0.20, 
p < 0.01). Model B shows a similar pattern. H3a states that a cooperative approach 
is associated with perceiving more task than relational conflict, and so the relative 
sizes of the negative coefficients suggests that a cooperative approach is associated 
with perceiving less relational conflict. This could be interpreted as a partial 
support for the hypothesis. However, results do not support H3b because the com-
petitive approach is similarly related to both relational (fi= 0.22, p< 0.01) and task 
conflict {fi = 0.29, p < 0.01) according to Model A, and no relationship according 
to Model B. 
With respect to model fit, Model A had a chi-square of 318.40 and 122 degrees 
of freedom. Model B had a model chi-square of 252.98 and the same degrees of 
freedom as Model A. The CFI and TLI for Model A were 0.93 and 0.92, respec-
tively. Both fit indices were considered as indicating good fit, given the usually 
accepted critical value of 0.90 (Bender and Bonnett, 1980). The CFI and TLI 
for Model B were 0.92 and 0.90, respectively, also showing reasonably good model 
fit. 
It should be noted that Model A and B are not nested within each other. As a 
result, we cannot directly compare their goodness-of-fit in a strict sense. Model A 
is more able to produce significant predictors, but both models have similarly good 
fit with the data. Overall, Model A results are more consistent with H3 than Model 
B (especially given that Model B has a potential suppression effect) in terms of the 
relationship between conflict management approaches and conflict types. 
DISCUSSION 
Results support and extend recent research theorizing that the constructive man-
agement of conflict, by using a cooperative approach, can result in effective team-
work in a collectivist society with strong harmony values like China. Managing 
conflict has the potential to strengthen relationships through stimulating commu-
nication and resolving issues and solving problems (De Dreu and Van de Vliert, 
1997; Tjosvold, Poon, and Yu, 2005). Like their Western counterparts, Chinese 
team members seem able to use conflict in productive ways to build their teams 
and to help them to be effective. However, as found in previous research conducted 
in the West, these conflicts need to be managed constructively in order to have 
such positive effects on teams (Lovelace et al., 2001). As suggested by the confir-
matory factor analysis, respondents did not simply experience conflict as one phe-
nomenon, but were able to distinguish between task and relational types of conflict 
as well as cooperative and competitive approaches to managing conflict. 
Results on conflict approaches are straightforward and consistent with expecta-
tions. The Deutsch framework for distinguishing major ways to manage conflict 
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appears quite useful for understanding conflict outcomes among teams in organi-
zations in China. Consistent with considerable research in the West as well as 
recent studies in China (Chen, Liu, and Tjosvold, 2004; Tjosvold, 1998; Tjosvold, 
Hui, and Law, 1998), the cooperative approach, which involves communicating 
the intent to resolve the conflict for mutual benefit so that both persons move 
toward achieving their goals, predicted team effectiveness perceived by either team 
members or managers. In contrast, the competitive approach, which communi-
cates a 'win-lose' orientation, was found to characterize ineffective teams. 
The findings on the value of the cooperative approach to conflict may not be 
so inimical to Chinese values as traditionally assumed. Indeed, Chinese people as 
collectivists who value relationships may, under certain conditions, believe that 
managing conflict can strengthen these relationships. Leung (1997; Leung, Koch, 
and Lu, 2002) has recently proposed that harmony has two distinct motives in 
Chinese society. One motive is disintegration avoidance, which uses harmony as a 
means to other ends. Using this motive, people avoid conflict as a way to further 
their self-interest and avoid potential interpersonal problems (Hwang, 1996). 
Harmony can also refer to the desire to engage in behaviours that strengthen rela-
tionships, a motive called harmony enhancement. This motivation represents a genuine 
concern for harmony as a value in and of itself, and involves feelings of intimacy, 
closeness, and trust, along with compatible and mutually beneficial behaviours. A 
cooperative approach to conflict may help collectivists to strengthen their rela-
tionships by developing genuine harmony. 
The distinction between task and relational conflict was only somewhat useful 
in understanding the conditions that help Chinese teams make conflict produc-
tive. Consistent with previous research in the West (Jehn, 1995, 1997), relational 
conflict was negatively related to team effectiveness as measured by the team 
manager, based on Model B. Results for task conflict were mixed and complex. 
Task conflict was not significandy correlated statistically with effectiveness as per-
ceived by team members or managers, yet it had a significant positive path esti-
mate for managers' ratings in one structural equation analysis, but a significant 
negative path in the other. Given this conflicting result in the two models, further 
research with a better design and measurement is needed to develop a deeper and 
better understanding of the role of task conflict in Chinese teams. 
The results of this study on task and relational conflict are in line with the find-
ings from a recent meta-analysis (De Dreu and Weingart, 2003) indicating that 
type of conflict is not so useful for understanding when conflicts are constructive 
or unconstructive. Consistent with traditional theorizing, relational conflicts were 
found in this study and in the meta-analysis to be negatively related to team out-
comes but, inconsistent with traditional theorizing, task conflicts were not found 
to be positively related to outcomes. Results from the meta-analysis and this study 
suggest the need to further explore the conditions and the dynamics by which con-
flict types affect team outcomes. 
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RELATING CONFLICT TYPES TO CONFLICT MANAGEMENT 
APPROACHES 
Consistent with expectations, relational conflict positively related to a competitive 
approach and negatively related to a cooperative one. Although it was originally 
speculated that task conflicts lend themselves to a cooperative mode, results indi-
cate that task conflict was also correlated to competition and negatively related to 
cooperation. The causal model analysis (Model A) provided some support for the 
hypothesis that conflict approaches are systematically related to the group's per-
ception of task and relational conflict. These results support Deutsch's (1973) 
proposition that cooperative approaches help to reduce the issues and hostility in 
conflict management. Group members, feeling that their ideas are being consid-
ered and integrated, feel personally accepted, and believe that they can rely upon 
each other. The conflict de-escalates, as they come to trust each other's motiva-
tion and competence. They conclude that the conflict, when managed in a coop-
erative way, whether about the relationship or the task, will not persist. 
The causal order could also be that the type of conflict affects the cooperative 
or competitive approach to managing conflict. However, the results in Model B 
provided only very modest support for this theorizing. Results in Model A are more 
consistent with the theorizing that it is conflict management approaches that may 
potentially influence the perception of conflict type rather than the reverse. These 
results tentatively suggest that previous findings attributed to the effects of conflict 
types on teams may have been based on the team's different cooperative and com-
petitive approaches to handling their conflicts. These findings may help to under-
stand why studies have developed inconsistent findings on the effects of conflict 
type (De Dreu and Weingart, 2003). 
Limitations 
This study has several limitations. The data are self-reported and subject to biases, 
and may not accurately describe the relationships, although recent research sug-
gests that self-reported data are not as limited as commonly expected (Spector, 
1992). These data are correlational and do not provide direct evidence of causal 
links between conflict types, conflict approaches, and outcomes. Same source vari-
ance may explain the significant correlations among the measures of conflict types, 
approaches, and team effectiveness perceived by members. However, team man-
agers provided an independent measure of team effectiveness. This reduces some 
of the concern of same source method as an alternative explanation of the results. 
Spector and Brannick (1995) have argued that the most effective way to over-
come recall and other methodological weaknesses is to test ideas with different 
methods. Future studies using interviews can investigate the role of conflict types 
and approaches to handling specific critical incidents of conflict on team effec-
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tiveness in Chinese organizational settings. Experiments of a cross-lagged longi-
tudinal design would seem to be particularly useful for documenting the causal 
links between conflict approaches and conflict types. 
Practical Implications 
In addition to developing theoretical understanding, support for the hypotheses 
would have practical implications for structuring and managing teams, especially 
in China and perhaps other collectivist cultures. Results further document that 
relational conflict can be an obstacle for team effectiveness. Team leaders should 
focus on understanding how and why relational conflict would occur, and encour-
age the use of a cooperative conflict management approach in resolving conflict. 
Training sessions could orient the team towards cooperative conflict and the 
related skills of the self-expression, perspective-taking, and creative problem-
solving requirements of cooperative conflict (Tjosvold, 1993). Employee compen-
sation could be based in part on group outcomes to encourage team members to 
believe their goals are cooperative and that they want to resolve their conflicts for 
mutual benefit (Hanlon, Meyer, and Taylor, 1994). Team members work to resolve 
the conflict so that both parties benefit, and combine the best ideas to implement 
a solution that promotes mutual goals. These ways of dealing with conflict can 
strengthen team effectiveness. Indeed, developing a cooperative approach may be 
a practical way of reducing relational and task conflicts through their resolution. 
CONCLUSION 
Deutsch's cooperative and competitive approach (1973, 1980) was able to identify 
the conflict management that may affect the extent that conflicts promote team 
effectiveness in China. As in the West, teams that rely on resolving issues for mutual 
benefit can work effectively for themselves and for the organization, whereas teams 
that emphasize competitive, win-lose ways are unproductive. Teams in China, as 
in the West, that engaged in relational conflict were also found to be ineffective, 
whereas task conflict may or may not have more value. Generally, these results 
suggest that the cooperative and competitive approach to resolving conflict may 
be useful in China as well as in the West. It could provide the basis for teams, in 
such settings as Sino-Western joint ventures, to deal with the many kinds of con-
flicts that threaten to divide them. 
NOTE 
This work has been supported by the Research Grants Council of the Hong Kong Special Admin-
istrative Region, China, (Project No: LU3013/01H) to the first author. 
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APPENDIX 
Measures 
Task Conflict 
How often do people in your group disagree about opinions regarding the work 
being done? 
How frequendy are there conflicts about ideas in your group? 
To what extent is there conflict between group members about the work you do? 
To what extent are there differences of opinion in your group? 
Relational Conflict 
How much friction is there among members of your group? 
To what extent is personality conflict evident between group members? 
How much tension is there among members of your group? 
How much emotional conflict is there among members of your group? 
Cooperative Conflict Management 
Team members encourage a 'we are in it together' attitude. 
We seek a solution that will be good for the team. 
Team members treat conflict as a mutual problem to solve. 
We work so that to the extent possible we all get what we really want. 
Team members combine the best of positions to make an effective decision. 
Competitive Conflict Management 
Team members demand that others agree to their position. 
Team members want others to make concessions but do not want to make 
concessions themselves. 
Team members treat conflict as a win-lose contest. 
Team members overstate their position to get their own way. 
Team Effectiveness by Manager 
Team members work effectively. 
Team members put considerable effort into their jobs. 
Team members are concerned about the quality of their work. 
Team members meet or exceed their productivity requirements. 
Team members are committed to producing quality work. 
Team members do their part to ensure that their products will be delivered on 
time. 
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Team Effectiveness by Members 
Generally speaking, team members are very satisfied with their work. 
Team members feel a strong commitment to their work. 
Team members feel highly committed to the goals of their work. 
The way we manage our work inspires us to better job performance. 
All things considered, the team is highly pleased with the way it manages its work. 
Please contact Haifa Sun (sunhf@scnu.edu.cn) for the Chinese version of the 
scales. 
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